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Behind Qaddafi’s ’81 plot to
assassinate President Reagan

Second of a three-part series on US secret operations

By Daniel Southerland
Staff correspondent of The Christian Science Monitor

Washington
The 1981 threat by Libya’s leader, Muammar
Qaddafi, to assassinate President Reagan may have
-resulted from Colonel Qaddafi’s misreading of Ameri-
.can pressures against him, according to top US intelli-
Qaddafi’s life and political survival were in no dan-
ger from the United States, the experts say. But, they .
add, a combination of threatening remarks from
American officials, the misreporting of secret Ameri- ;
can attempts to curb Libyan influence in Africa, and an -
aerial shootout off the Libyan coast between US Navy .
and Libyan fighters was apparently what caused
‘Qaddafi to threaten Mr. Reagan’s life. : -
- The experts, who request anonymity, have ne doub
that the threat from Qaddafi was real. They say they
now believe that the “hit teams’’ launched by Qaddafi
never reached the US. But some of their members
were reported to have arrived at undisclosed locations
on the North American continent, presumably in
Canada or Mexico, late last year.
In the summer of 1981, a series of press reports con-
-cerning secret American actions against Libya created

a stir in Washington. The problem was that the first reports
on the subject seem to have been misinformed. .

According to one specialist on the subject who was ac-
tively involved at the CIA at the time, the initial leaker may
have been a congressman or aide who, unlike some others,
had not taken the trouble to gét fully briefed.

The reports came at a time when CIA director William J.
Casey was under fire from senators because of past business
dealings and the controversial appointment of Max Hugel. a
businessman with little experience in intelligence matters, to

. run the CIA’s covert operations. The atmosphere was one in
- which everything Mr. Casey did was questioned.

Newsweek magazine, on Aug. 3, 1981, reported that Mr.
Hugel had presented the House Select Committee on Intelli-
gence with a costly and large-scale plan to overthrow
Qaddafi. According to Newsweek, committee members
thought the plan implied that Qaddafi would be assassinated.
The committee supposedly sent a strong letter of protest to
Reagan.

But according to a source who was fully informed on the
matter, the target of the secret operation was not Libya but
“Libyan influence’ in Mauritius, an island nation of just un-
der a million people located off the southeast coast of Africa.
The letter of protest from the committee went not to Reagan
but to Casey.

By this time, however, the public record had become thor-
oughly muddled. Yet another misinformed source had con-
fused Mauritius with Mauritania, the two names being
vaguely similar. That source triggered yet another press re-
port, this one in the Washington Post, saying that the CIA's
target was Mauritania, a country located on the northwest
coast of Africa. Almost unnoticed, the Wall Street Journal got
the Mauritian target right.
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The White House denied any plot against Qaddafi. But
given the Reagan administration’s earlier public and private
statements about Qaddafi, not too many people would have
been surprised if such a plot had been conceived. .

At one point in the spring of last year, for example, then-
Secretary of State Alexander M. Haig Jr., in an- off-the-
record comment in an interview, remarked that Qaddafi was
‘“‘a cancer that has to be cut out.”” A reporter for the New
York Daily News found out about Mr. Haig’s remark and
publisbhed it. .

But, according to one intelligence expert, when adminis-
tration officials examined the options, they discovered that
Qaddafi might well be overthrown some day without any help
from the US. They found that dissent was strong in certain
sectors in Libya, and that in the Army there were ofticers
who resented being sent off on costly adventures to places
such as Chad and Uganda. They also knew that a number of
coup attempts had already been attempted against Qaddatfi.
The administration decided to work to help thwart Qaddafi’s
designs outside Libya and to raise the cost to Qaddati of his
overseas adventures.

The mix-up in the press over Libya, Mauritania, and
Mauritius might have added up to little more than an amus-
ing farce fo shake Washington out of its 1981 doldrums. But
two professional intelligence analysts say that the misin-
formed leakers may have created a boomerang problem of
mammoth proportions. They suggest that talk within the ad-

ministration about putting pressure on Qaddafi and the pub-
lished reports concerning a possible secret plan aimed at
overthrowing the Libyan leader, combined with the impact of
the US-Libyan air battle over the Gulf of Sidra on Aug. 19,
1981, in which US Navy jets downed two Libyan planes, prob-
ably led Qaddafi to threaten Reagan’s life. They say that at
one point late last year, Qaddafi made statements to the ef-
fect that he was out to get Reagan. A defector, who claimed
to have been directly familiar with orders given by Qaddafi
to assassinate Reagan, was one of the sources of information
on this subject. _

In the end, Qaddafi apparently called off his hit teams.
Insiders say that some as yet undisclosed secret US-backed
actions aimed at curbing Qaddafi’s operations in Africa met

with moderate success. But it is the recent oil glut as much as
anything that has damaged Libya, by cutting Qaddafi’s oil
revenues. .

In some cases, overt, rather than covert, actions have
hurt Qaddafi. These have included the US oil embargo and
diplomatic moves aimed at isolating the Libyan strong man.
Most important, a number of black African nations have re-
jected Qaddafi’s attempts to chair a summit meeting of the
Organization of African Unity (OAU) in Tripoli. Qaddafi sup-

- port for insurgents in Chad was the main reason for a recent

second collapse of the projected OAU summit. -

Some American analysts now say that what was done to
counter Libyan influence in Mauritius might have been bet-
ter done through open means, such as support given through
a political foundation rather than through the CIA. The
United States, while aiming the CIA at a mouse (Mauritius),
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